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6.1.3 Black Sea Bass Fisheries 
Black sea bass support important commercial and recreational fisheries along the US Atlantic 
coast. Data for all fisheries catch components (commercial landings, commercial discards, 
recreational landings, and recreational discards) are available back to 1989.  

Commercial landings accounted for 18% of the total catch from 2010-2019, with recreational 
landings accounting for 59%, commercial dead discards about 7%, and recreational dead discards 
about 16% (Figure 7). Commercial dead discards accounted for about 29% of the total commercial 
dead catch 2010-2019, assuming a discard mortality rate of 100% for trawl gear and 15% for other 
gears. Recreational dead discards accounted for about 21% of the total recreational dead catch 
over 2010-2019, assuming a discard mortality rate of 15%.  

Table 36 shows recent catch and landings limits, and landings for commercial and recreational 
black sea bass fisheries. 

 
Figure 7. Components of black sea bass fishery dead catch from 1989 through 2019. For 2020, 
only landings data are shown as dead discard information for 2020 is not currently available due 
to COVID-19 related data gaps. Source: NEFSC 2021c through 2019. MRIP and NMFS 
commercial fish dealer data for 2020. 
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Table 36. Summary of catch and landings limits, and landings for commercial and recreational black sea bass fisheries from Maine 
through Cape Hatteras, NC 2010 through 2021. All values are in millions of pounds unless otherwise noted. 

Management measure 2011a 2012a 2013a 2014a 2015a 2016b 2017c 2018c 2019c 2020c 2021d 

ABC 4.50 4.50 5.50 5.50 5.50 6.67 10.47 8.94 8.94 15.07 17.45 

Commercial ACL & ACT -- 1.98 2.60 2.60 2.60 3.15 5.09 4.35 4.35 6.98 9.52 

Commercial quotae 1.71 1.71 2.17 2.17 2.21 2.71 4.12 3.52 3.52 5.58 6.09 

Commercial landings 1.69 1.72 2.26 2.40 2.38 2.59 4.01 3.46 3.53 4.21 4.52 h 

% of com. quota landed 99% 101% 104% 111% 108% 96% 97% 98% 100% 75% 74% h 

Recreational ACL & ACT -- 1.86 2.90 2.90 2.90 3.52 5.38 4.59 4.59 8.09 7.93 

RHLe 1.78 1.32 2.26 2.26 2.33 2.82 4.29 3.66 3.66 5.81 6.34 
Recreational landings, old 

MRIP estimates 1.17 3.18 2.46 3.67 3.79 5.19 4.16 3.82 3.46 i -- -- 

Recreational landings, 
revised MRIP estimates 3.27 7.04 5.68 6.93 7.82 12.05 11.50 7.92 8.61 9.05f 11.56h 

% of RHL harvested (based on 
old MRIP estimates through 2018; 

new MRIP estimates for 2020)g 
66% 241% 109% 162% 163% 184% 97% 104% -5% 156% 182%h 

a In 2010-2015 the ABCs were set based on a “constant catch” approach due to the lack of a peer reviewed and accepted stock assessment. 
b The 2016 ABC was set using a data poor management strategy evaluation approach. 
c Measures in 2017-2021 were set based on a peer reviewed and approved stock assessment. The measures for 2020 and beyond are based on a stock assessment 
update that incorporated the revised time series of MRIP data.  
d The 2021 measures account for revisions to the Council’s risk policy. 
e The commercial quotas and RHLs for 2006-2014 account for deductions for the Research Set Aside program.  
f 2020 recreational estimates were developed using imputation methods (incorporating 2018 and 2019 data) to account for missing 2020 APAIS data. 
g The percent of RHL harvested is based on a comparison of the RHL to the previous or old MRIP estimates. The RHLs through 2019 did not account for the new 
MRIP estimates; therefore, it would be inappropriate to compare RHLs through 2019 to the revised MRIP estimates. 
h 2021 commercial and recreational landings values are preliminary. 
i Provided to the NMFS Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office by the Northeast Fisheries Science Center. 
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Figure 9. Proportion of commercial black sea bass dead catch (landings and dead discards) by 
statistical area in 2020 based on federal VTR data. Confidential areas are associated with fewer 
than three vessels and/or dealers. Confidential areas collectively accounted for less than 1% of 
commercial catch reported on VTRs in 2020. The amount of catch not reported on federal VTRs 
(e.g., catch from vessels permitted to fish only in state waters) is unknown. In 2019, Northeast 
Fisheries Science Center Data (“AA tables”) suggest that 20% of total commercial landings (state 
and federal) were not associated with a statistical area reported in federal VTRs; AA data for 2020 
are not available. 

Table 39. Ports reporting at least 100,000 pounds of black sea bass landings in 2020, associated 
number of vessels, and percentage of total commercial landings. C = confidential. 

Port name Pounds of black 
sea bass landed  

% of total 
commercial black 

sea bass landed  

Number of vessels 
landing black sea bass  

Point Pleasant, NJ 682,754 16% 37 
Ocean City, MD 396,825 9% 9 
Point Judith, RI 395,813 9% 148 

New Bedford, MA 289,393 7% 57 
Montauk, NY 229,432 5% 91 
Cape May, NJ 211,373 5% 30 
Hampton, VA 208,316 5% 23 

Newport News, VA 157,717 4% 14 
Beaufort, NC 141,486 3% 42 

Sea Isle City, NJ 131,149 3% 9 
Lewes, DE C C C 
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Black Sea Bass Recreational Fishery 
As previously stated, in July 2018, MRIP released revisions to their time series of recreational 
catch and landings estimates based on adjustments for a revised angler intercept methodology and 
a new effort estimation methodology, including a transition from a telephone-based effort survey 
to a mail-based effort survey. The RHLs and other management measures through 2019 were based 
on the old MRIP estimates. The new estimates of catch and landings are several times higher than 
the previous estimates for shore and private boat modes, substantially raising the overall black sea 
bass catch and harvest estimates. For example, the revised MRIP recreational catch estimates for 
black sea bass for 1981-2017 increased by an average of 73%, ranging from +9% in 1995 to +161% 
in 2017. Information presented in this section is based on the new estimates. Recreational catch 
and landings limits did not account for the revised MRIP data until 2020. 

The coastwide 2016 and 2017 MRIP estimates for black sea bass are viewed as outliers by the 
Monitoring and Technical Committees and the Scientific and Statistical Committee due to the 
influence of very high estimates in individual states and waves (i.e., New York 2016 wave 6 for 
all modes and New Jersey 2017 wave 3 for the private/rental mode). Steps have been taken to 
address uncertainty in these specific estimates in the stock assessment and in management.  

Recreational harvest in 2020 was estimated at 9.05 million pounds. This represents a 56% overage 
of the 2020 RHL (Figure 7, Table 36). The Council and Board agreed to leave the recreational bag, 
size, and season limits unchanged in 2020 and 2021 despite additional expected RHL overages. 
This was viewed as a temporary solution to allow more time to consider how to fully transition the 
management system to use of the revised MRIP data, including through this amendment and the 
ongoing Recreational Reform Initiative.7 

In 2020, 56% of black sea bass harvested by recreational fishermen from Maine through North 
Carolina (in numbers of fish) were caught in state waters and 44% in federal waters. Most of the 
recreational harvest in 2020 was landed in New York (30%), followed by New Jersey (19%), 
Rhode Island (15%), and Massachusetts (14%; Table 40). 

For-hire vessels carrying passengers in federal waters must obtain a federal party/charter permit. 
In 2020, 850 vessels held a federal party/charter permit 

About 86% of the recreational black sea bass harvest in 2020 came from anglers fishing on private 
or rental boats, about 12% from anglers aboard party or charter boats, and 2% from anglers fishing 
from shore (Table 41). Party and charter fishing was restricted in all states for part of 2020 due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Council develops coast-wide regulations for the recreational black sea bass fishery in federal 
waters, including a minimum fish size limit, a possession limit, and open and closed seasons (Table 
42). The Commission and member states develop recreational measures in state waters (Table 43). 
These measures were virtually unchanged during 2018-2021. Measures were revised in 2022 with 
the goal of achieving an approximately 21% reduction in harvest compared to 2018-2021 average 
harvest to prevent exceeding the 2022 RHL (Table 36). The measures in each state to achieve this 
reduction have not yet been finalized. The Council and Board agreed to use the conservation 

 
7 More information on the Recreational Reform Initiative is available here: 
https://www.mafmc.org/actions/recreational-reform-initiative  

https://www.mafmc.org/actions/recreational-reform-initiative
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equivalency process to waive the federal waters recreational black sea bass measures in favor of 
state measures for the first time in 2022. 

Table 40. State-by-state contribution to total recreational harvest of black sea bass (in number of 
fish), Maine through Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, based on the 2018 - 2020 average. 

State Average Proportion of Harvest, 2018-2020 
Maine 0.0% 

New Hampshire 0.0% 
Massachusetts 14.1% 
Rhode Island 14.6% 
Connecticut 10.3% 
New York 29.4% 
New Jersey 21.3% 
Delaware 2.2% 
Maryland 2.9% 
Virginia 4.7% 

North Carolina 0.5% 
 
Table 41. Percent of total recreational black sea bass harvest (in numbers of fish) by recreational 
fishing mode, Maine through Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, 2011-2020. 

Year Shore Party/charter Private/rental Total Number of Fish  
2011 3% 21% 76% 1,782,519 
2012 1% 19% 80% 3,690,188 
2013 2% 9% 89% 3,014,535 
2014 3% 16% 81% 3,806,448 
2015 0% 12% 88% 4,392,452 
2016 4% 9% 88% 5,841,460 
2017 1% 9% 90% 5,704,072 
2018 1% 12% 86% 3,992,628 
2019 3% 18% 79% 4,377,491 
2020 2% 12% 86% 4,227,860 

2011-2020 avg 2% 13% 85% 4,082,965 
 

Table 42. Federal black sea bass recreational measures, Maine - Cape Hatteras, NC, 2007 - 2020. 
Year Min. size Bag limit Open season 

2007-2008 12” 25 Jan 1 - Dec 31  
2009 12.5” 25 Jan 1 - Oct 5 

2010-2011 12.5” 25 May 22 - Oct 11; Nov 1 - Dec 31 
2012 12.5” 25 May 19 - Oct 14; Nov 1 - Dec 31 
2013 12.5” 20 Jan 1 - Feb 28; May 19 - Oct 14; Nov 1 - Dec 31 
2014 12.5” 15 May 19 - Sept 18; Oct 18 - Dec 31 

2015-2017 12.5” 15 May 15 - Sept 21; Oct 22 - Dec 31 
2018-2021 12.5” 15 Feb 1 - 28; May 15 - Dec 31 
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Table 43. State waters black sea bass recreational measures in 2018-2021. The only changes made 
during these years were to maintain a Saturday opening (Massachusetts) or to account for harvest 
in the February opening (Virginia and North Carolina). 

State Min. Size  Bag 
Limit Open Season 

Maine 13” 10  May 19 - Sept 21; Oct 18 - Dec 31 
New Hampshire 13” 10  Jan 1 - Dec 31 

Massachusetts 15” 5 
2018: May 19 - Sept 12 

2019 & 2020: May 18 - Sept 8 
2021: May 18 – Sept 8 

Rhode Island 15” 3 Jun 24 - Aug 31 
7 Sept 1 - Dec 31 

Connecticut private & shore 15” 5 May 19 - Dec 31 
CT authorized party/charter 
monitoring program vessels 15” 5 May 19 - Aug 31 

7 Sept 1- Dec 31 

New York 15” 3 Jun 23 - Aug 31 
7 Sept 1- Dec 31 

New Jersey 12.5” 
10 May 15 - Jun 22 
2 Jul 1- Aug 31 
10 Oct 8 - Oct 31 

13” 15 Nov 1 - Dec 31 
Delaware 12.5” 15 May 15 - Dec 31 
Maryland 12.5” 15 May 15 - Dec 31 

Virginia 12.5” 15 

2018: Feb 1 - 28; May 15 - Dec 31 
2019: Feb 1-28; May 15-31; June 22-Dec 31 

2020: Feb 1 - 29; May 29 - Dec 31 
2021: Feb 1-28; May 15-May 31; Jun 16-Dec 31 

North Carolina, North of 
Cape Hatteras (35° 15’N) 12.5 15 

2018: Feb 1 - 28; May 15 - Dec 31 
2019: Feb 1 - 28; May 17 - Dec 31 
2020: Feb 1 - 29; May 17 - Nov 30 

2021: May 15 - Dec 31 
 

6.2 SUMMER FLOUNDER, SCUP, AND BLACK SEA BASS 
6.2.1 Summer Flounder 
Summer flounder are a demersal flatfish found in pelagic waters, demersal waters, saltmarsh 
creeks, seagrass beds, mudflats, and open bay areas.  Spawning occurs during the fall and winter 
over the open ocean over the continental shelf. Larvae and postlarvae are transported toward 
coastal areas by prevailing water currents, entering coastal and estuarine nursery areas. 
Development of post larvae and juveniles occurs primarily within bays and estuarine areas. Adult 
summer flounder exhibit strong seasonal inshore-offshore movements, normally inhabiting 
shallow coastal and estuarine waters during the warmer months of the year and remaining offshore 
during the colder months. Most fish are sexually mature by age 2. Summer flounder exhibit sexual 
dimorphism by size; most of the largest fish are females. Females can attain lengths over 90 cm 
(36 in) and weights up to 11.8 kg (26 lbs.; NEFSC 2017). Recent NEFSC trawl survey data indicate 
that while female summer flounder grow faster (reaching a larger size at the same age), the sexes 
attain about the same maximum age (currently age 15 at 56 cm for males, and age 14 at 65 cm for 
females). Unsexed commercial fishery samples currently indicate a maximum age of 17 for an 85 
cm fish (M. Terceiro, personal communication, January 2017). 
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Figure 12. Scup SSB and recruitment at age 0, 1984-2019 from the 2021 management track 
stock assessment (NEFSC 2021b). 
 

 
Figure 13. Scup total catch and fishing mortality, 1984-2019 from the 2021 management track 
stock assessment (NEFSC 2021b). 
 

6.2.3 Black Sea Bass 
Black sea bass are distributed from the Gulf of Maine through the Gulf of Mexico. Genetic studies 
have identified three stocks within that range. The northern stock is found from the Gulf of Maine 
through Cape Hatteras, North Carolina and is the focus of the black sea bass sections of this 
document. The stocks in the South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico are not managed by the 
Commission and Mid-Atlantic Council.  

Adult and juvenile black sea bass are mostly found on the continental shelf. Young of the year 
(i.e., fish less than one year old) can be found in estuaries. Adults show strong site fidelity during 
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Figure 14. Black sea bass spawning stock biomass (SSB; solid line) and recruitment at age 0 (R; 
vertical bars) by calendar year. The horizontal dashed line is the updated SSBMSY proxy = 
SSB40% =14,441 mt. Source: NEFSC 2021c. Note that SSB and recruitment estimates were 
adjusted for a retrospective pattern in the stock assessment. The un-adjusted values are shown in 
this figure. Adjusted SSB in 2019 for comparison against the SSBMSY proxy reference point is 
29,769 mt. The adjusted recruitment value for 2019 is 79.4 million. 
 

 
Figure 15. Total fishery catch (metric tons; mt; solid line) and fishing mortality (F, peak at age 6-
7; squares) for black sea bass. The horizontal dashed line is the updated FMSY proxy = F40% = 0.46. 
The red square Is the retrospectively adjusted fishing mortality value for 2019. Source: NEFSC 
2021c. 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

30,000

35,000

40,000

45,000

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

R
ec

ru
itm

en
t (

ag
e 

1,
 m

ill
io

ns
)

SS
B

 (m
t)

Year

R SSB SSBmsy

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

1.2

1.4

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

Fi
sh

in
g 

M
or

ta
lit

y 
(F

)

To
ta

l C
at

ch
 (m

t)

Year

Total Catch F Fmsy=F40%=0.46



 

73 

6.3 NON-TARGET SPECIES 
The following sections describe non-target species in the commercial and recreational summer 
flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries. Non-target species are those species caught 
incidentally while targeting other species. Non-target species may be retained or discarded. 

6.3.1 Identification of Major Non-Target Species 
It can be difficult to develop accurate quantitative estimates of catch of non-target species. The 
intended target species for any given tow or set is not always obvious. Fishermen may intend to 
target one or multiple species and the intended target species may change mid-trip. For example, 
the seasonal distributions of summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass are generally similar, and 
these species are often caught together. In some circumstances, scup can be a non-target species 
in the black sea bass fishery and vice versa. It is not always clear from the data which species is 
the primary target, which is a secondary target, and which species are not targeted but are 
sometimes landed if caught incidentally.  

In addition, there are limitations to the data used to examine catch and discards (i.e., observer and 
vessel trip report [VTR] data). Observer data are available only for commercial fisheries and may 
not be representative of all fishing activity due to limited coverage, coverage rates which vary by 
gear type, and potential differences in behavior when observers are present. VTR data are available 
for commercial and for-hire fisheries. VTR data can be uncertain as they are based on fishermen’s 
self-reported best estimates of catch, which are not intended to be precise measurements. MRIP is 
the only source of recreational catch and discard data for private recreational anglers participating 
in the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries. For these reasons, a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative data were used here to identify relevant non-target species. 

Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) data from 2015-20198 were analyzed to identify 
species caught on observed commercial trips for which summer flounder, scup, or black sea bass 
made up at least 75% of the landings (by weight; a proxy for directed trips). Using this definition 
of a non-target species, the most common non-target species in the summer flounder fishery 
include little skate, spiny dogfish, scup, northern sea robin, and black sea bass. The most common 
non-target species in the scup fishery include spiny dogfish, little skate, northern sea robin, black 
sea bass, and summer flounder. The most common non-target species in the black sea bass fishery 
include sea robins (striped, northern, and unknown), spiny dogfish, scup, and little skate (Table 
44). Non-target species typically comprised a small portion of the overall catch on these trips, with 
the exception of little skate in the summer flounder fishery, spiny dogfish in all three fisheries, and 
striped sea robin in the black sea bass fishery. All the species in Table 44, with the exception of 
sea robins, are managed by the Mid-Atlantic or New England Fishery Management Councils 
and/or the ASMFC. Northern and striped sea robins are not managed. 

 
8 Due to COVID-19, observer coverage was suspended for a large portion of 2020; therefore, complete 2020 observer 
data are not available. Complete 2021 observer data will not be available until later in 2022.    
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Table 44. Percent of non-target species caught in observed trawls where summer flounder, scup 
or black sea bass made up at least 75% of the observed landings, 2015-2019. Only those non-target 
species comprising at least 2% of the non-target catch for at least one species are listed. 

Species 

% of total catch on 
summer flounder 
observed directed 
trips, 2015-2019a 

% of total catch on 
scup observed 
directed trips, 

2015-2019a 

% of total catch on 
black sea bass 

observed directed 
trips, 2015-2019a 

SKATE, LITTLE 23.4% 3.3% 2.0% 
DOGFISH, SPINY 6.2% 9.3% 14.1% 
SCUP 2.1% -- 5.2% 
SEA ROBIN, NORTHERN 5.0% 2.2% 3.3% 
SEA BASS, BLACK 1.8% 2.4% -- 
SEA ROBIN, STRIPED 1.8% 0.5% 12.8% 
FLOUNDER, SUMMER 
(FLUKE) -- 2.2% 1.3% 

SEA ROBIN, (UNKNOWN) 0.1% 0% 3.4% 
DOGFISH, SMOOTH 2.0% 0.9% 0.9% 
MONKFISH 2.4% 0.3% 0.5% 
SKATE, BARNDOOR 2.6% 0.5% 0.3% 
SKATE, CLEARNOSE 6.4% 0.2% 0.2% 

a Percentages shown are aggregate totals over 2015-2019 and do not reflect the percentages of non-target species 
caught on individual trips. 

A species guild approach was used to examine non-target species interactions in the recreational 
summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries from Maine through Virginia. This analysis 
identified species that had the strongest associations on recreational trips from 2017-2021 (2021 
MRIP data are preliminary and do not include wave 6). Sea robins, black sea bass, scup, smooth 
dogfish, and bluefish were highly correlated with summer flounder in the recreational fishery. 
Black sea bass, sea robins, summer flounder, bluefish, and tautog were highly correlated with 
recreational scup catch. Scup, sea robins, summer flounder, bluefish, and tautog where highly 
correlated with black sea bass recreational catch (J. Brust, personal communication March 2022). 

Management measures for both the commercial and recreational non-target species managed by 
the Mid-Atlantic or New England Fishery Management Councils (i.e., all species listed in this 
section except sea robins, tautog, and smooth dogfish) include AMs to address ACL overages 
through reductions in landings limits in following years. AMs for these species take discards into 
account. These measures help to mitigate negative impacts from discards in the commercial and 
recreational fisheries for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass. 

6.3.2 Description and Status of Major Non-Target Species 
The stock status of major non-target species is described below. As indicated above, summer 
flounder, scup, and black sea bass are often caught together and for some commercial and 
recreational trips, one or two of these species could be considered non-target species of the other. 
Stock status for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass is described in Sections 6.1.1 through 
6.1.3 and not repeated here. None of these three stocks are currently overfished or undergoing 
overfishing.  
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Commercial Non-Target Species 
The status of commercial non-target species relevant to this action is described below and 
summarized in Table 45.  

Spiny dogfish are jointly managed by the MAFMC and the NEFMC. The Commission also has a 
complementary FMP for state waters. The most recent assessment update was in 2018, which 
found that the stock is not overfished nor subject to overfishing. SSB was estimated to be 67% of 
the target BMSY proxy in 2017 (NEFSC 2018).  

Monkfish are jointly managed by the MAFMC and the NEFMC. The most recent operational 
assessment was in 2019, which failed peer review and invalidated previous 2010 benchmark 
assessment results.  Therefore, the stock status for monkfish is currently unknown (NEFSC 2019a).  

The Northeast skate complex includes seven skate species: Leucoraja ocellata (winter skate); 
Dipturis laevis (barndoor skate); Amblyraja radiata (thorny skate); Malacoraja senta (smooth 
skate); Leucoraja erinacea (little skate); Raja eglanteria (clearnose skate); and Leucoraja garmani 
(rosette skate). Little skates are the main skate species identified as non-target species in the 
summer flounder, scup and black sea bass fisheries. Skate are mostly harvested incidentally in 
trawl and gillnet fisheries targeting groundfish, monkfish, and scallops. The fishing mortality 
reference points for skates are based on changes in biomass indices from the NEFSC bottom trawl 
survey. If the three-year moving average of the survey biomass index for a skate species declines 
by more than the average CV of the survey time series, then fishing mortality is assumed to be 
greater than FMSY and it is concluded that overfishing is occurring (NEFMC 2021). None of the 
skate species identified as non-target species in the commercial summer flounder, scup, and black 
sea bass fisheries (i.e., little, clearnose, and barndoor skates) are overfished or experiencing 
overfishing (NEFMC 2021). 

Northern and striped sea robins are not currently managed and have not been assessed, therefore 
their overfished and overfishing status is unknown (Table 45).  

Table 45. Most recent stock status information for commercial non-target species identified in this 
action.  

Species Stock biomass status Fishing mortality rate status 
SUMMER FLOUNDER Not overfished  Overfishing not occurring  
SCUP Not overfished Overfishing not occurring  
BLACK SEA BASS Not overfished Overfishing not occurring  
SPINY DOGFISH Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
SMOOTH DOGFISH Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
LITTLE SKATE Not overfished  Overfishing not occurring  
BARNDOOR SKATE Not overfished  Overfishing not occurring  
CLEARNOSE SKATE Not overfished  Overfishing not occurring  
NORTHERN SEA ROBIN Unknown (not assessed) Unknown (not assessed) 
STRIPED SEA ROBIN Unknown (not assessed) Unknown (not assessed) 
MONKFISH Unknown  Unknown  
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Recreational Non-Target Species 
The status of recreational non-target species relevant to this action is described below and 
summarized in Table 46.  

Bluefish are jointly managed by the MAFMC and the ASMFC. The most recent management track 
assessment results indicated that the bluefish stock was overfished and overfishing was not 
occurring in 2019 relative to the biological reference points. Fishing mortality on the fully selected 
age 2 fish was 0.172 in 2019, 95% of the updated fishing mortality threshold reference point FMSY 
proxy = F35% = 0.181. There is a 90% probability that the fishing mortality rate in 2019 was 
between 0.140 and 0.230 (NEFSC 2021). 

Tautog are managed by the ASMFC. The latest assessment update (ASMFC 2021) assessed four 
regions (Massachusetts/Rhode Island, Long Island Sound, New Jersey/New York Bight, and 
Delaware/Maryland/Virginia) using landings and index data through 2020. The stock status for 
each region is described in Table 46. 

Northern and striped sea robins have not been assessed; therefore, their overfished and overfishing 
status is unknown. Sea robins are not managed at the federal or state level.  

Smooth dogfish are jointly managed by ASMFC as a part of the Atlantic Coastal Sharks 
management plan and NMFS as a part of the Atlantic Shark Highly Migratory Species 
management plan. According to the most recent assessment, the stock is not overfished and 
overfishing is not occurring (SEDAR 2015). 

Table 46. Most recent stock status information for non-target species in the recreational summer 
flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries. Current tautog stock status information is listed for 
each assessed region. 
Species Biomass status Fishing mortality rate status 
SCUP Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
BLACK SEA BASS Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
SUMMER FLOUNDER Not overfished  Overfishing not occurring  
BLUEFISH Overfished Overfishing not occurring 
SMOOTH DOGFISH Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
TAUTOG   

MA/RI Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 
Long Island Sound Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 

New Jersey/New York Bight Overfished Overfishing not occurring 
DE/MD/ VA Not overfished Overfishing not occurring 

NORTHERN SEA ROBIN Unknown (not assessed) Unknown (not assessed) 
STRIPED SEA ROBIN Unknown (not assessed) Unknown (not assessed) 



 

Table 52. Guidelines for defining the direction and magnitude of the impacts of alternatives on 
the VECs. 

General Definitions 

VEC Resource 
Condition 

Direction of Impact  
Positive (+) Negative (-) No Impact (0) 

Target and 
Non-target 

Species 

Overfished 
status defined 
by the MSA 

Alternatives that 
would maintain or 

are projected to 
result in a stock 
status above an 

overfished 
condition*  

Alternatives that 
would maintain or are 
projected to result in a 
stock status below an 
overfished condition* 

Alternatives that do not 
impact stock / 
populations  

ESA-listed 
Protected 
Species 

(endangered or 
threatened) 

Populations at 
risk of 

extinction 
(endangered) 

or 
endangerment 
(threatened) 

 

Alternatives that 
contain specific 

measures to ensure 
no interactions with 

protected species 
(i.e., no take) 

Alternatives that result 
in interactions/take of 

listed resources, 
including actions that 

reduce interactions 

Alternatives that do not 
impact ESA listed 

species  

MMPA 
Protected 

Species (not 
also ESA 

listed) 

Stock health 
may vary but 
populations 

remain 
impacted 

Alternatives that will 
maintain takes below 

PBR and 
approaching the Zero 
Mortality Rate Goal  

Alternatives that result 
in interactions 

with/take of marine 
mammals that could 
result in takes above 

PBR  

Alternatives that do not 
impact marine mammals 

Physical 
Environment / 
Habitat / EFH 

Many habitats 
degraded from 

historical 
effort  

Alternatives that 
improve the quality 

or quantity 
of habitat  

Alternatives that 
degrade the quality, 
quantity or increase 

disturbance of habitat 

Alternatives that do not 
impact habitat quality 

Human 
Communities 
(Socioecon-

omic) 

Highly 
variable but 

generally 
stable in recent 

years  

Alternatives that 
increase revenue and 
social well-being of 

fishermen and/or 
communities 

Alternatives that 
decrease revenue and 
social well-being of 

fishermen and/or 
communities 

Alternatives that do not 
impact revenue and 
social well-being of 

fishermen and/or 
communities 

 Magnitude of Impact 

A range of 
impact 

qualifiers is 
used to 

indicate any 
existing 

uncertainty 

Negligible To such a small degree to be indistinguishable from no impact 
Slight, as in slight positive 
or slight negative) To a lesser degree / minor  

Moderately positive or 
negative To an average degree (i.e., more than “slight”, but not “high”) 

High, as in high positive or 
high negative To a substantial degree (not significant unless stated) 

Significant  Affecting the resource condition to a great degree, see 40 CFR 
1508.27. 

Likely Some degree of uncertainty associated with the impact 

*Actions that will substantially increase or decrease stock size, but do not change a stock status may have 
different impacts depending on the particular action and stock. Meaningful differences between alternatives 
may be illustrated by using another attribute aside from the MSA status, but this must be justified within the 
impact analysis.  
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recreational allocations; however, the confidence intervals for the recreational and commercial 
sectors’ willingness to pay estimates have substantial overlap due to high uncertainty in these 
estimates, particularly for the recreational sector. This means that due to data limitations, more 
concrete guidance about optimal allocations could not be generated due to the inability to more 
precisely estimate the recreational sector’s value.  

The overall magnitude and direction of impacts to the commercial sector from the summer 
flounder allocation alternatives are expected to vary from moderative negative to moderate 
positive, as shown in Table 54. Impacts to the recreational sector are expected to range from slight 
negative to moderate positive.  

When ranked in terms of greatest potential positive impacts to greatest potential negative impacts 
to the commercial sector, the summer flounder alternatives rank as follows: 1a-4 (no action), 
Fluke-5 (preferred), 1a-5, Fluke-4, Fluke-3, Fluke-2,  1a-1, Fluke-1, 1a-2, 1a-6, 1a-3, 1a-7. When 
ranked in terms of greatest potential positive impacts to lowest potential positive impacts to the 
recreational sector, the summer flounder alternatives rank as follows: 1a-7, 1a-3, 1a-6, 1a-2, Fluke-
1, 1a-1, Fluke-2, Fluke-3, Fluke-4, 1a-5, Fluke-5 (preferred), 1a-4 (no action) (Table 53).  
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about future harvest, further restrictions beyond those implemented for 2022 may be necessary to 
prevent future RHL overages under these alternatives (, Table 54). Additional restrictions in the 
recreational black sea bass fishery, especially restrictions beyond those implemented for 2022, are 
likely to have negative socioeconomic impacts through reduced access to black sea bass to catch 
(e.g., through shortened seasons) and/or keep (e.g., through higher minimum size limits or lower 
possession limits), reduced angler satisfaction, reduced revenues from for-hire trips, and reduced 
revenues for fishery support businesses. Many anglers have expressed frustration with the black 
sea bass measures in recent years given high availability of black sea bass to anglers and the lack 
of an obvious conservation need for restricting harvest given that biomass is more than double the 
target level (Section 6.2.3).  

Two alternatives (alternatives BSB-5 - the preferred alternative - and BSB-3) are expected to have 
high negative to slight negative impacts on the recreational sector. Under these alternatives, 
although the recreational allocation would increase by 9% and 12%, respectively (based on the 
comparison to 2022 outlined in Appendix D), the average example 2019-2021 RHLs are both 
approximately 39% below average 2019-2021 harvest. Depending on future ABCs and the impacts 
of the restrictions implemented for 2022, further restrictions may not be needed to prevent future 
RHL overages. However, the increased allocations under these alternatives are likely not great 
enough to reverse the restrictions implemented in 2022 (Table 57, Table 58). 

Two alternatives (alternatives BSB-4 and BSB-1) are expected to have high negative to slight 
positive impacts on the recreational sector. Under these alternatives, the recreational allocation 
would increase by 14% and 12%, respectively (based on the comparison to 2022 outlined in 
Appendix D). However, the average example 2019-2021 RHLs are respectively 12% and 7% 
below average 2019-2021 harvest. Depending on future ABCs, the impacts of the restrictions 
implemented for 2022, and assumptions about future harvest, some liberalizations compared to 
2022 measures, but not compared to 2019-2021 measures, may be possible under these alternatives 
(Table 57, Table 58). 

Six alternatives (alternatives BSB-2, 1c-1, 1c-2, 1c-3, 1c-6, and 1c-7) are expected to have 
moderate negative to slight positive impacts on the recreational sector. Under these alternatives, 
the recreational allocation would increase by 18% - 30% (based on the comparison to 2022 
outlined in Appendix D). However, the average example 2019-2021 RHLs are 13% -28% below 
average 2019-2021 harvest. Depending on future ABCs, the impacts of the restrictions 
implemented for 2022, and assumptions about future harvest, some liberalizations compared to 
2022 measures, but not compared to 2019-2021 measures, may be possible under these alternatives 
(Table 57, Table 58). 

When ranked in terms of greatest potential positive impacts to greatest potential negative impacts 
to the recreational sector, the black sea bass alternatives rank as follows: 1c-7, 1c-3, 1c-2, 1c-6, 
1c-1, BSB-2, BSB-4, BSB-1, BSB-5 (preferred), BSB-3, 1c-5, 1c-4 (no action). None of these 
impacts are expected to be significant based on the definition in Table 52, including for alternatives 
that include high negative impacts within the range of expected impacts. 
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Table 57. Evaluation of the socioeconomic impacts of the black sea bass alternatives, including percent shift in allocation (based on 
methodology described in Appendix D), comparison of average example limits and recent landings from 2019-2021, and example limits 
for 2023. Example quotas and RHLs are in millions of pounds and developed based on the methodology described in Appendix C. 
Alternative BSB-5 is the preferred alternative. Alternative 1c-4 is the no action alternative. 

 Catch-Based Alternatives Landings-Based Alternatives 
 BSB-5 BSB-4 BSB-2 1c-1 1c-2 1c-3 1c-4a 1c-5 BSB-3 BSB-1 1c-6 1c-7 

Com. allocation 45% 40.5% 36% 32% 28% 24% 49% 45% 41% 37% 29% 22% 
Rec. allocation 55% 59.5% 64% 68% 72% 76% 51% 55% 59% 63% 71% 78% 

% shift com. to rec.b  9% 14% 18% 22% 26% 30% No 
change 4% 8% 12% 20% 27% 

Commercial Sector 
Avg. example quota, 

2019-2021 ABCs 3.92 3.61 3.29 3.02 2.74 2.46 5.06 4.50 4.15 3.80 3.06 2.38 

2019-2021 avg. com. 
landings 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 4.09 

Difference avg. 2019-
2021 example quota 

and avg. landings 
-4% -12% -19% -26% -33% -40% 23% 10% 2% -7% -25% -42% 

Example 2023 quota 4.56 4.18 3.81 3.47 3.14 2.8 5.71 5.37 4.96 4.53 3.65 2.84              
Recreational Sector 

Avg. example RHL, 
2019-2021 ABCs 5.98 6.48 6.97 7.42 7.86 8.29 5.27 5.50 5.97 6.47 7.49 8.43 

2019-2021 avg. rec 
landings 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 9.74 

Difference 2019-
2021 avg. example 

RHL and avg. 
landings 

-39% -33% -28% -24% -19% -15% -46% -44% -39% -34% -23% -13% 

Example 2023 RHL 7.23 7.83 8.42 8.95 9.48 10.01 5.95 6.56 7.13 7.72 8.94 10.07 
aAlternative 1c-4 is the no action/status quo alternative. The values shown for this alternative are actual implemented catch and landings limits for 2019-2021 and 
2023, not example measures. 
b For catch-based alternatives, the starting point for this calculation is the 2022 split of the sector-specific ACLs (which incorporates dead discards) instead of the 
landings limit allocation. Here, this shift is calculated by starting from the 2022 specifications which includes a commercial ACL that is 54% of the ABC, and a 
recreational ACL that is 46% of the ABC (see Appendix D). For landings-based alternatives, the starting point for this calculation is the current landings-based 
allocation (49% commercial/51% recreational). 



 

Table 58. Expected socioeconomic impacts of the black sea bass commercial/recreational 
allocation alternatives on the commercial and recreational sectors. 

Alternative Commercial sector impacts Recreational sector impacts 

BSB-5 (preferred) Moderate negative to slight 
negative High negative to slight negative 

BSB-4 Moderate negative High negative to slight positive 
BSB-2 Moderate negative Moderate negative to slight positive 
1c-1 Moderate negative Moderate negative to slight positive 
1c-2 High negative Moderate negative to slight positive 
1c-3 High negative Moderate negative to slight positive 

1c-4 (no action) Moderate positive High negative 
1c-5 Slight negative to slight positive High negative 

BSB-3 Negligible to moderate positive High negative to slight negative 

BSB-1 Moderate negative to slight 
negative High negative to slight positive 

1c-6 Moderate negative Moderate negative to slight positive 
1c-7 High negative Moderate negative to slight positive 

 

 

 
Figure 19. Commercial black sea bass landings and average ex-vessel prices, 2005-2019, in 2019 
dollars. Source: NEFSC Social Sciences Branch, personal communication.  
 

7.1.1.4 Phase-In Provision Impacts 
As previously described, all but the no action alternatives would increase the recreational 
allocation and decrease the commercial allocation for all three species. Appendix D outlines 
assumptions made to calculate percent shifts when switching between a catch-based and landings-
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